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Racism More Than Private Belief
Aubrey Immelman
Department of Psychology
St. John’s University / College of St. Benedict
December 1993
In its November 4 article, “Senate Calls for Severe Sanctions,” The Record quotes Saint John’s
Senate member Tom Burke as stating that “Racism refers to a belief that somebody has.”
Experience has taught me not to believe everything I read in print; I therefore recognize that
Mr. Burke may have been misquoted or simply quoted out of context. Nonetheless, the statement
attributed to Mr. Burke calls for closer scrutiny.
Racism ── indeed any form of outgroup antagonism such as sexism, ageism, or homophobia
── is more than simply a private belief system; it also has emotional and behavioral
manifestations. That perspective is accurately reflected in a letter by Mr. Burke to the editor of
The Record, published on November 18. In this letter Mr. Burke states his position that we need
to make a distinction between “criminal behavior [which] may be punished, [and] disreputable
beliefs [which] may not.” Not only is this a valid point, it also highlights the semantic trap
created by the indiscriminate use of the terms “prejudice” and “racism.” The following
framework may help us avoid some of those pitfalls.
Beliefs associated with racism typically constitute stereotypes about the shared
characteristics of members of a social category. This as the cognitive component of group
antagonism. Stated differently, stereotypes represent the “mind” of racism.
The second component of racism is prejudice, the negative evaluations or dislike of
outgroups or their members. Conceptually, this is the affective (emotional) component of group
antagonism ── in other words, the “heart” of racism.
Finally, racism is usually associated with some form of negative behavior toward individuals,
based purely on group membership. This behavioral component of group antagonism is usually
referred to as discrimination ── what one might think of as racism “in deed.” There are,
however, more subtle behavioral manifestations such as verbal rejection and physical avoidance,
and also more serious actions such as physical attack and genocide.
The implication of the foregoing analysis is that, in addressing racism and other forms of
group antagonism, we need to attack the problem at all three levels: cognitive, affective, and
behavioral. It is therefore not sufficient simply to punish negative, antagonistic actions; we also
need to address the stereotyping and negative evaluations of outgroup members, perhaps by
redoubling our educational efforts and offering experiential learning through prejudice-reduction
workshops. I hope a positive outcome of the unfortunate racial incident of October 9 at Sal’s Bar
& Grill involving Saint John’s University students will be appropriate action along these lines.
Note. A version of this article was originally published as a letter to the editor in The Record, December 9, 1993,
p. 12.
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